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ABSTRACT
This study looked at First Time in College (FTIC) students’ overall college adjustment and
whether modality of instruction during students’ senior year of high school relates to subsequent
college adjustment. Those high school seniors who completed the entire year virtually

experienced greater social isolation and restrictions that may have further limited navigation of
developmental tasks and experiences that prepare students for college. Due to the novelty of the
COVID-19 pandemic, this is the first cohort where such a marked split in high school
experiences could impact future college adjustment. College students (N=294) attending a large
public university completed the College Adjustment Test (Pennebaker, 1990), Rosenberg SelfEsteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965), and COVID-19 Fear Scale (Ahorsu et. al, 2020). The results of

this study may increase awareness of how students from the high school graduating class of 2021
are adjusting to college during these unprecedented times, and help to identify if a particular type
of high school senior year experience presents greater risk in relation to subsequent college
adjustment. The results of this study may inform institutions of higher education on what can be
done to facilitate the college adjustment of this unique cohort of FTIC students.
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INTRODUCTION
In March 2020, COVID-19 restrictions began nationwide. During this time, all high
school education pivoted to virtual learning; but in Fall 2020, many high school students were
given the option to return face-to-face or continue remote learning. Those high school seniors

who completed the entire year virtually may have experienced more social isolation and
restrictions that further limited navigation of developmental tasks and experiences that prepare
students for college. At an age where adolescents are typically taking big steps towards
independence and adulthood, the virtual students were home bound. This study explores how
First Time in College (FTIC) students are adjusting to college life in these unprecedented
circumstances brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. This study looked at FTIC’s overall

college adjustment and specifically at whether type of senior year in high school relates to
subsequent college adjustment. Due to the novelty of the COVID-19 pandemic, this is the first
cohort where such a marked split in high school experiences could impact future college
adjustment.
As the pandemic is a novel situation and this is a unique cohort, research is limited on
how these adolescents and young adults are being affected. Research on college adjustment is an

ongoing topic that has garnered interest over the years and in many countries. Going from high
school and living at home to a more independent college life can be a difficult adjustment for
many adolescents as described by Katz and Somers (2017). One of the ongoing themes for
successful college adjustment has been social interaction, which is a strong predictor of college
adjustment success. Katz and Somers (2017) explored what individual and environmental
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variables contribute to college adjustment. They found that approximately 25% of high school
graduates who enroll in college drop out during their first year (freshmen year) and that
maladaptive coping mechanisms are a big contributor to this inability to adjust. Multiple factors
contribute to college adjustment including gender, social integration, academic performance, and
social support.
Research in 2020 into the mental health of adolescents adapting to the pandemic showed
that isolation and increased social media use related to greater depressive symptoms. However,
increased family time and physical activity assisted in reducing feelings of loneliness (Ellis,
Dumas & Forbes, 2020). While increased isolation from quarantine had a negative effect on
mental health, there are still those who thrived with a supportive family environment. However,

a study by Okado et. al (2021) looked into college adjustment for U.S college students between
the months of March 2020 and May 2020 which was a time period at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic. They found that depressive and anxiety disorders became much more prevalent
compared to the first half of 2019. Lack of social structures and in-person support for young
adults most likely contributed to the increase in mental health struggles. The abrupt shift to being
isolated and virtual caused greater adjustment difficulties in disadvantaged demographics. Many
of whom had technological barriers and also fiscal stress relating to job loss.
The results of the present study may increase awareness of how our FTIC students are
adjusting to college during these unprecedented times, and if any particular type of prior learning
environment presents greater risk in relation to subsequent college adjustment. The primary
purpose of this study is to determine whether college adjustment and self-esteem vary between
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students who had their entire senior year of high school online compared to those who returned
to in person education. The following hypothesis where generated:
Hypothesis 1: Increased social isolation from completing the entire senior year of high
school online will positively correlate with greater difficulty adjusting to college in FTIC

students, in contrast to high school seniors who resumed in-person..
Hypothesis 2: Completing the entire senior year of high school online will be positively
correlated with overall levels of COVID-19 fear, and negatively correlated with selfesteem.

METHOD
Participants
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This study analyzed the responses of 294 students who participated via an online study.
All participants were over the age of 18 and undergraduate students at the University of Central
Florida. Participation was somewhat skewed, with 181 individuals identifying as female, 106
identifying as male, and 5 individuals identified as being non-binary, trans* or other. Participants
ranged in age from 18-31 (M=1.63, SD=137) with 87.67% being between 18-19 years old.
94.52% of participants were between the ages of 18-20 years old (n=276), putting them in
correct age bracket to have graduated high school in Spring, 2021. Data was screened to remove
individuals who had completed less than 70% of the survey (n=4). In SPSS, participant
responses were filtered to retain responses from individuals who had identified as being 18, 19
and 20 years old (to allow results from those who graduated late), which resulted in the removal
of 17 responses. This left a total of 273 responses to analysis for hypothesis testing. The sample
included those 69.84% identifying as White), with 12.06% identifying as Black or African
American, 11.75% identifying as Asian, 1.90% identifying as American Indian or Alaskan
Native, 0.95% identifying as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander and 3.49% identifying as
Other. From the sample, 79 individuals identified as LatinX separately, as this survey utilized the
same racial categories as the Census and Hispanic/LatinX is placed under ethnicity.
Procedure:
This study involved an online survey. The study received the University of Central
Florida’s IRB approval. Due to the fact that FTIC students were the target demographic for this
study, participants were solely recruited through the University of Central Florida’s Psychology
Department’s online survey portal SONA (https://ucf.sona-systems.com).
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Participants were given a general overview of the study and the duration it was expected
to take, and then indicated consent. Inclusion criteria included that participants be 18 years of
age or older and part of the University of Central Florida community. Participants completed a
series of questions relating to demographics, high school experience, and college experience.
Following those questions, participants completed the COVID-19 Fear Scale, College
Adjustment Test (scale), and finally the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale.
At the end of the study, the study goals were explained to participants and confirmed that
no deception was used. Information about mental health resources was provided .Students were
awarded SONA credit for participation. This credit could be applied to course requirements or
extra credit in participating courses within the Psychology department

Measures
Demographic Questionnaire: A background questionnaire was administered at the
beginning of the survey. Information included age, gender affiliation, race, ethnicity, education
level, and high school graduation year.
High School Experience Questionnaire: Information regarding the participants’ high

school experience was collected. Information included type of school attendance, participation in
athletics, clubs or organizations, and high school events. This questionnaire is included in
Appendix B.
College Experience Questionnaire: Information regarding the participants’ first year
college experience was collected. Information included type of learning environment, living
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arrangements and preference for online vs face-to-face learning. This questionnaire is included in
Appendix C.
COVID-19 Fear Scale and Experience: This is a 6item self-report scale measuring fear
regarding COVID-19. This measure uses a 5-point Likert scale with answers from “strongly

agree” to “strongly disagree”. An example of an item on the scale is “It makes me
uncomfortable to think about COVID-19”. The Cronbach’s alpha (reliability) of the COVID-19
Fear scale is 0.834. Parts of the COVID-19 Fear and Experience scale used in this study were
adapted from a 9-item COVID-19 fear scale (Ahorsu et al, 2020) with removal of items not
relevant to the college student population. Other items in the COVID-19 Fear and Experience
measure included feelings about COVID-19 in relation to college experiences. This scale is

included in Appendix D.
College Adjustment Test: This is a 19-item self-report test measuring college adjustment
(Pennebaker, 2013). The instrument uses a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree”
to “strongly agree”. An example of an item on the scale is “Within the last week, on a scale of 17, to what degree have you felt anxious or nervous”. Cronbach’s alpha (reliability) for the
College Adjustment Test = .670. This scale is included in Appendix E.
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: This is a 10-item self-report scale measuring global selfworth. This scale uses a 4-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly
disagree”. The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) is the most widely used measure
of self-esteem and has been in use since the 1960s, therefor has a wide range of given validity
depending on the size of study and population. Cronbach's alpha for various samples are in the
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range of .77 to .88 (Rosenberg, 1986) and test-retest correlations are usually between .82 to .88
(Blascovich and Tomaka, 1993). In this sample population, Cronbach’s alpha (reliability) was =
0.891. This scale is included in Appendix F.

RESULTS

Analysis
Analysis of the data collected within this survey was conducted utilizing a software
package package from IBM known as the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).
Prior to hypothesis testing, confirmation of internal validity of the three scales used was required
to confirm an alpha value greater than 0.60.
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale:
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Reliability Statistics
Cronbach's

N of

Alpha

Items

.891

10

COVID-19 Fear Scale:

Reliability Statistics
Cronbach's

N of

Alpha

Items

.834

6

College Adjustment Test:

Reliability Statistics
Cronbach's

N of

Alpha

Items

.670

19

Having confirmed the internal validity for all three scales, each scale was then scored and
a Multinomial Logistic Regression was performed in SPSS to determine the Beta and
significance of relationships between a dependent variable (“How did you attend school during
your senior year of high school”) and covariates (scales). The dependent variable answers ranged
from “all in-person”, “mostly in-person”, “half and half”, “mostly virtual” and “all virtual” as
options for learning modes.
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Hypothesis Testing
Hypothesis 1: It was hypothesized that increased social isolation during senior year in high
school due to COVID-19, where the participant engaged in virtual learning as their form of
learning during that time period would positively correlate to more difficulty adjusting to college

in FTIC. Results for College Adjustment were highly negatively correlated with attended “All
virtually” (B= -0.302, p-value= 0.007) and positively correlated with “All in person” (B= 0.221,
p-value= 0.011). While this appears to confirm hypothesis 1, the option of “Mostly in-person”
was anomalous by also being shown to be highly negatively correlated with college adjustment
(B= -0.901, p-value= 0.010), which was not predicted.
Appendix G: Table of Results - College Adjustment
Hypothesis 2: It was hypothesized that increased social isolation would be positively
correlated with COVID-19 fear, and negatively correlated to self-esteem. Results from the
COVID-19 Fear Scale provided mixed results in regards to hypothesis 2. While it did show that
as anticipated, results for COVID-19 fear were highly positively correlated with those that
selected attended “All virtually” (B= 0.247, p-value= 0.034) as their mode of learning, the results

of the analysis also show that COVID-19 fear was moderately positively correlated with the “All
in person” learning mode (B= 0.011, p-value= 0.008). Additionally, results were complicated by
those that selected “Mostly virtually” showing a negative correlation to COVID-19 fear (B=0.046, p-value=0.009). The results for COVID-19 fear do not provide support for a significant
correlation between social isolation and increased COVID-19 fear. The second part of hypothesis
2 was that increased social isolation would be negatively correlated to self-esteem. Results for
10

self-esteem were found to be moderately positively correlated with attended “All virtually” (B=
0.065, p-value= 0.045), but had no significant correlation with any other mode of learning. Those
that selected “Mostly virtually” (B=0.063, p-value=0.117), “Mostly in-person” (B=0.040, pvalue=0.243) and those that selected “All in person” (B= 0.040, p-value= 0.243) showed no

significant correlation between mode of learning and self esteem. The results for correlation
between mode of learning in high school seniors and self esteem do not support hypothesis 2.
Appendix H: Table of Results - COVID-19 Fear
Appendix I: Table of Results - Self Esteem

DISCUSSION
Results show support for Hypothesis 1. Virtual learning throughout the entire senior year of
highs school positively correlated with maladjustment on the College Adjustment Test.
Hypothesis 2 was not confirmed. Virtual attendance of entire senior year of high school did not
correlated with lower levels of self-esteem. Prior studies on self-esteem in college studies
indicated that social support was a determining factor of self-esteem, so it could be that social
support provided by parents and those in these students’ “bubbles” mitigated the potential impact
of the isolation from virtual school attendance.
One of the limitations of the study is that the participants had engaged in multiple
modes of learning, included mixed learning modes, during their senior year of high school. Thus
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a dichotomy that was expected between students who attended entirely virtually and those who
returned to in-person learning did not materialize. If only individuals who had remained fully
in-person and fully virtual were included in the analysis, the groups would have been very small.
Moreover, the mode of school attendance during high school senior year was also complicated
by the fact that many schools reverted to virtual learning for periods of time if an excess of
teachers got sick and students would need to transition to virtual learning temporarily if they
were sick or had been exposed to someone who tested positive.
The results show partial limited support for hypothesis 2, in that COVID-19 fear
negatively correlated with virtual learning; However, the prediction for self-esteem showed no
support. Research points towards social structures including peer and familial support being

important for easier transition and adjustment periods The hypothesis did not take into account
the possibility of a strong family support network maintaining the student’s self-esteem while
virtually schooled.
In addition to the complicated school modalities during the participants’ senior year of
high school, additional limitations of this study include a gender disparity skewing both female
and predominantly White. In additional, the students surveyed were in Florida, where the

COVID-19 restrictions were notoriously lax and most limitations were self (or family) imposed
as opposed to state-wide initiatives. The next step in this research could involve sampling
participants from states that had stricter restrictions and longer mandated
lockdowns .Longitudinal research would also provide a better idea on how this cohort of FTIC
students are adjusting long term. Additional data could be collected in the future on this unique
cohort’s college graduation rates and future levels of adjustment.
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CONCLUSION
In conclusion, this study offers a glimpse into the ramifications of the restrictions placed

on students during the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic was a novel, unprecedented,
experience felt differently by different age groups. It also varied based on locations and the
restrictions and political climate within these locations. Prior to the pandemic, studies on college
adjustment already provided insight into what stressors most negatively impacted adjustment, but
the pandemic allowed researchers to look at specific components heightened by quarantines,
lockdowns, and restrictions. These included decreases in in-person socialization, disparities in
technological access, and accessibility issues. While this specific study is limited to a specific
cohort, future studies could look at similar cohorts in different states and countries to see whether
political climate and social attitudes affected overall college adjustment
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APPENDIX A
APPENDIX
B
What kind
you

of high school did
attend?

Public
magnet

(including charter or
school)

Florida

Virtual School

Private
I was

home schooled

Across
year, how
attend

your senior
did you
school?

All

virtually

Mostly

virtually

About
and

half in-person
half virtual

Mostly

in-person

All in-

person

Did you
learning?

enjoy virtual

Yes

No
During
in clubs,

your senior year, did you actively participate
organizations or sports?
Yes

No
Did you actively participate in clubs,

organizations or sports prior to COVID-19?

Yes
No
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Did you actively participate in clubs, organizations or sports prior to COVID-19?
Yes
No
On a scale of 1-5, how much did you miss participating in sports?
Not at all
A little
A moderate amount
A lot
A great deal
On a scale of 1-5, how much did you miss participating in clubs/organizations in person?
Not at all
A little
A moderate amount
A lot
A great deal
During your senior year, did you work in-person?
Yes
No
On a scale of 1-5, how much did you miss your friends this past year?
None at all
A little

A moderate amount
A lot
A great deal
Compared to previous years, how much did you hang out with your friends in-person?
None at all
Less than usual
Same amount
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Slightly more

A lot more
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APPENDIX C
Is this your first semester at UCF?
Yes
No
Was this past summer your first semester at UCF?

Yes
No
Including the current semester, how many total semesters have you taken classes UCF classes?
Where did you live during your first semester?
At home with my parent(s) or person(s) who raised me
On campus
Off-campus apartment or house with other college students
Off-campus apartment or house alone (not sharing the apartment or house with anyone else)
Off-campus with my significant other (girlfriend/boyfriend/partner/spouse)
Off-campus with person(s) who do not attend college
Other
Where are you living this semester?
At home with my parent(s) or person(s) who raised me
On campus
Off-campus apartment or house with people who are not in college

Off-campus apartment or house alone (not sharing the apartment or house with anyone else)
Off-campus with my significant other (girlfriend/boyfriend/partner/spouse)
Off-campus with person(s) who do not attend college
Other
Did you want to attend UCF online or face-to-face this fall?
Online
Face-to-face
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Did your parents want you to attend UCF online or face-to-face this fall?
Online
Face-to-face
On a scale of 1 - 5, how safe and confident do you feel attending UCF face-to-face this fall?
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APPENDIX D
COVID-19 Fear Scale with Five-point Likert Scale: (strongly agree to strongly disagree)
1.
2.
3.
4.

It makes me uncomfortable to think about COVID-19.
My hands become clammy when I think about COVID-19.
I am afraid of losing my life because of COVID-19.
When watching news and stories about COVID-19 on social media, I become nervous or
anxious.
5. I cannot sleep because I’m worrying about getting COVID-19.
6. My heart races or has palpitations when I think about getting COVID-19.

APPENDIX E
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College Adjustment Test with a Seven-point Likert Scale: (Strongly disagree to strongly
agree)
Within the LAST WEEK, on a scale of 1 - 7, to what degree have you:
Missed your friends from high school ______
Missed your home _____
Missed your parents and other family members ______

Worried about how you will perform academically at college ______
Worried about love or intimate relationships with others ____
Worried about the way you look ____
Worried about the impression you make on others ____
Worried about being in college in general ____
Liked your classes ____
Liked your roommate(s) _____
Liked being away from your parents ____
Liked your social life _____
Liked college in general _____
Felt angry ____
Felt lonely ____
Felt anxious or nervous ____
Felt depressed ____
Felt optimistic about your future at college ____
Felt good about yourself ____

APPENDIX F
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: Four point Likert scale (strongly agree to strongly disagree)
On the whole, I am satisfied with myself.
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At times I think I am no good at all.
I feel that I have a number of good qualities.
I am able to do things as well as most other people.
I feel I do not have much to be proud of.
I certainly feel useless at times.
I feel that I'm a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with others.
I wish I could have more respect for myself.
All in all, I am inclined to feel that I am a failure.
I take a positive attitude toward myself.
Scoring: Items 2, 5, 6, 8, 9 are reverse scored.

APPENDIX G
Table of Results - College Adjustment
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95% Confidence
Interval for
Exp(B)
Std.
Across your senior year, how did you
attend school?

All virtually

Intercept

CollegeAdjustment
Test
Mostly

Intercept

virtually
CollegeAdjustment
Test
Mostly in-

Intercept

person
CollegeAdjustment
Test
All in-person

Intercept

Erro

d

Si

Lower

Boun

B

r

f

g.

Bound

d

.279

.845

1

.011

1

-.30
2
-.14

1.05

9

2

-.00
4

.001
-.90
1
-.06
4

CollegeAdjustment
Test

Upper

.221

23

1

.014

1

.967

1

.013

1

.919

1

.012

1

.0
01
.0
07

.980

1.024

.969

1.023

.986

1.035

.978

1.025

.8
88
.7
61
.0
32
.0
10
.9
44
.0
11

APPENDIX H
Appendix H: Table of Results - COVID-19 Fear

95% Confidence
Interval for Exp(B)
Across your senior year, how did you
attend school?
All virtually

B
Intercept
COVID19_fear_scale

Mostly virtually

Intercept
COVID19_fear_scale

Mostly in-person

Intercept
COVID19_fear_scale

All in-person

Intercept
COVID19_fear_scale

Std.

d

Error

f

Sig.

1.561

.802

1

.021

.247

.132

1

.034

.639

.973

1

.511

-.046

.139

1

.009

-.277

.967

1

.004

.005

.037

1

.009

-.242

.929

1

.004

.011

.036

1

.008
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Lower

Upper

Bound

Bound

.897

1.015

.886

1.031

.934

1.081

.943

1.084

APPENDIX I
Appendix I: Table of Results - Self Esteem

95% Confidence

St

Interval for Exp(B)

d.
Across your senior year, how did you attend
school?
All virtually

B
Intercept

RosenbergSelfEsteem

Mostly virtually

Intercept

RosenbergSelfEsteem

Mostly in-person

Intercept

RosenbergSelfEsteem

All in-person

Err

Intercept

-.948

.065

-1.791

.063

-1.104

.046

-.794
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or
.68
9
.03
2
.87
2
.04
0
.77
7
.03
6
.73
5

df

Sig.

1

.169

1

.045

1

.040

1

.117

1

.156

1

.206

1

.280

Lower

Upper

Bound

Bound

1.001

1.136

.984

1.152

.975

1.125

RosenbergSelfEsteem

.040

.03
5

1

.243

.973

1.115
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